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SPANISH JUSTIFICATION FOR THE CONQUEST OF THE )~MERICAS 
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jACK PliTENGER 
The Spanish conquest of the Americas was one of the most brutal 
episodes in human history. Entire cultures of American natives were suppressed, 
murdered, raped, and enslaved by Spanish conquistadors on an incessant quest 
for precious metals and other material wealth. The devastation wrought upon 
the natives was so great that some Spaniards felt that what they were doing 
violated God's will and was naturally and morally wrong, but they were vastly 
outnumbered. The majority saw it as their right, duty, and privilege to conquer 
and subject these millions of people to Spanish rule. Since they were trying to 
justify their case to sovereigns and a public that were thousands of miles away, 
they had to convey their reports regarding the natives in a favorable light. This 
often resulted in grossly exaggerated or even outright false reports regarding the 
behavior and customs of the natives. The conquistadors were eager to prove that 
what they were perpetrating on the natives was in fact completely justified and 
morally acceptable. As a result, the Spanish conquistadors dehumanized and 
demeaned the natives in their accounts of the conquest with the goal of making 
their actions seem justified and morally correct. 
One of the major claims that the Spaniards made to dehumanize the 
Amerindians to a distant Spanish audience was a myriad of declarations creating 
the perception that the vast majority, if not all, of the natives encountered on the 
voyages were in fact cannibals. Hernan Cortes, leader of the Spanish conquest of 
the Mexica in present-day Mexico, made many mentions of cannibalism in his 
letters back to Spain. He remarked that the natives of Zautla " ... are all cannibals, 
of which I send your majesty no evidence because it is so infamous."1 However, 
Anthony Pagden, editor of Cortes' letters, takes note that there is no conceivable 
way Cortes could have encountered any cannibalistic tribes on any of his 
voyages, with the only consumption of human flesh he could have potentially 
witnessed being highly ritualized partial cannibalism taking place after sacrifices 
of captured enemy warriors.2 Thus, it appears here that Cortes willingly 
acknowledged that he had zero tangible evidence to back up his claims, but also 
that he felt no need to produce any to the king based on hearsay, as the 
cannibalism of the natives was apparently so well-known throughout the world. 
Pedro de Cieza de Leon was one of the conquistadors under Francisco 
Pizarro in Peru, taking part in the conquest of the Incas. He reported at one point 
witnessing in the pots of the Indians " ... some human feet and hands could be 
1 Hernan Cortes, Letters From Mexico, Anthony Pagden, ed. (New York: Grossman Publishers, 1971), 146. 
2 Cortes, Letters, 480. 
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seen among the meat that they took out to eat."3 Cieza de Leon did make an 
important point regarding the perception of some Spaniards of the desire of the 
natives to change, though. He acknowledged that, while cannibalism had existed 
in Peru in centuries past, when the Incas had risen to power they had devoted 
themselves to ridding the natives of their area of the savagery of cannibalism. 
Later, he made another interesting point in his writings. He acknowledged, as 
noted above, that the Incas no longer practiced cannibalism. However, he 
realized why so many Spaniards would include such falsehoods and lies 
regarding the eating of human flesh in their accounts of their experiences in 
Peru. Cieza de Leon surmised in part two of his chronicle4 that the Spaniards lied 
so as "to hide our own shortcomings and justify the ill treatment they have 
suffered at our hands."s Thus, the conquistadors themselves acknowledged that 
at times they have twisted the truth or been blatantly dishonest in their 
representation of the natives, all in the quest to justify their actions against the 
native peoples. 
The claims of cannibalism were not limited to the later conquests of the 
Incas and the Mexica, however. Christopher Columbus's men also reported 
encountering various brutal customs amongst the locals that they encountered in 
the Caribbean. Michele da Cuneo, one of Columbus's friends and lieutenants 
made some interesting observations in a 1495 letter back to Spain. He remarked 
that the Spaniards suspected that eleven of their lost comrades (who had gone 
missing while exploring an island) were "eaten by those cannibals, who are 
accustomed to doing that."6 He further observed that they later encountered two 
boys who had their genitals removed, which da Cuneo surmised was done "to 
fatten them up and eat them later."7 
There are a couple of interesting points to be noted about da Cuneo's 
observations. First and foremost, any references to cannibalism are likely false, or 
at the very least exaggerated by the Spanish observers. This is owing to the fact 
that Columbus potentially never ventured onto a Carib island or even met one 
within two and a half years of initially learning of their existence.8 Controversial 
evidence exists regarding anthropological and archaeological studies of the area, 
as some contend that no village sites of the Caribs have been excavated, while 
others claim that the sites that have been excavated are Carib and show no signs 
of cannibalism.9 
3 Pedro de Cieza de LeOn, The Discovery and Conquest of Pent. Alexandra Panna Cook and David Noble Cook, eds. (Durham: Duke 
University Press, 1998), 59. . 
4 Pedro de Cieza de LeOn, The Incas of Pedro de Cieza de LeOn, Harriet de Onis, trans., and Vtctor Wolfgang von Hagen, ed. (Norman, 
OK: University of Oklahoma Press, 1959), viii. 
s Cieza de LeOn, lncas, 180. 
6 Michele da Cuneo, HNews of the Islands of the Hesperian Ocean Discovered by Sir Christopher Columbus o~ Genoa", from 
Geoffrey Symcox and Blair Sullivan, eds., Christopher Columbus and the Enterprise of the Indies: A Brief History wttll Documents (Boston: 
Bedford/St Martin's, 2005), 88. 
7 da Cuneo, "News", 88. 
B Kirkpatrick Sale, The Conq1rcst of Paradise (New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 1990), 130. 
9 Sale, Conquest, 132-3. 
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Also, da Cuneo notes later in the account, with horrifying detail, an 
episode where he brutally rapes a native woman,10 and even later on talks about 
how the individual Spaniards took as many captives from the main group as 
they wished,ll as if they were simply pieces of property of which the best were to 
be selected for personal use. It seems as though da Cuneo established early in his 
letter that the natives are fierce and brutal cannibals. Thus, he could be 
conveying the idea that immediately upon encountering the Amerindians, it can 
be deduced that they are inferior, and his rape and enslavement of these inferior 
people is entirely justified and not morally questionable in any way. 
Concerning cannibalism in the Caribbean, an interesting and somewhat 
ironic dichotomy existed. Among the Island-Caribsl2 cannibalism did exist to 
some extent but it took on a similar meaning as it did in the Aztec traditions. 
Island-Carib warriors believed that by eating the flesh of defeated opponents, 
they would acquire some of their adversary's physical and military skiJJ.13 It is a 
far cry from rampant cannibalism as a normal part of a diet, however, which is 
the perception that many of the Spaniards seem to offer in their accounts. It is 
interesting, though, to contrast this mentality towards cannibalism with a 
Spanish view that it is a distinct fear that to be cannibalized is to be assimilated 
and absorbed, a horrifying thought for men so far from home in such a foreign 
land, according to Stephen Greenblatt.l4 This acute fear of being assimilated into 
the body of another is a fascinating contrast with the native goal of assuming 
characteristics of another by ingesting some small amount of his flesh. 
Even more examples can be found in the accounts of the conquistadors, 
from Cortes reporting native warriors using roasted babies as provisions,l5 to 
Amerigo Vespucci reporting that the natives eat very little flesh unless it is that 
of humans.l6 Vespucci and Bernal Diaz del Castillo even went to such extremes 
as reporting that they had seen native butcher shops with human meat hanging 
in the windowsY While there were documented cases of cannibalism among the 
Aztecs, this was in highly ritualized ceremonies of war captives after sacrifices.l8 
Beyond this, however, there is little verifiable evidence that any of the Indians 
the Spaniards encountered practiced cannibalism on a routine basis. 
This naturally raises the question, why the Spaniards were so insistent 
on portraying the natives as cannibals? There are a couple of different 
explanations for this, but they are all essentially related. Marvin Lunenfeld 
surmises that "accusations of cannibalism by 'primitive' peoples [were] a device 
10 da Cuneo, "News", 89. 
l1 da Cuneo, "News", 95. 
12 lsland-Caribs is a phrase coined to differentiate between mainland Caribs and the people Columbus actually did encotmter. 
13 Rouse, TI1c Tainos, 22. 
14 Stephen Greenblatt, Marvelous Possessions: The Wonder of the New World (Chicago: The University of Chicago Press, 1991), 136. 
15 Cortes, Letters, 245. 
16 Amerigo Vespucci, The Letters of Amerigo Vcspucd and Other Documents l/lustrative of His Career. Translated by Clements R. 
Markham. (New York: Burt Franklin, 1964), 11. 
11 Vespucd, Letters, 47, and Bernal Diaz del Castillo, Cortez and the Conquest of Mexico by the Spaniards in 1521 (Hamden, Cf: Linnett 
Books, 1988), 35. 
18 Ross Hassig, Aztec Warfare: Imperial Expansion and Political Control (Norman: University of Oklahoma Press, 1998), 121. 
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to make conquest and exploitation morally legitimate"19 and that "men who ate 
other men were never thought to be quite human."20 Kirkpatrick Sale, among 
other scholars, believes that the Spaniards found what they wanted to find, and 
took any suspect (at best) evidence that existed in support of their preconceived 
notions and simply extrapolated and exaggerated.21 Sale further notes that it 
" ... of peoples whose lands were seen as increasingly desirable .. .it is always 
convenient to regard foreign populations as inferior ... how positively fortuitous, 
then, that they ... provide evidence of their inferiority ... three times a day, with 
every meal."22 By portraying the natives as primitive savages, or not even full 
human beings, who took pleasure in eating other people, the Spaniards had a 
much easier time adjusting to the idea that these were people who deserved 
conquering, and that what they were doing was just and right. 
There is a related theory to this as Stephen Greenblatt offers the idea 
that "The wonder aroused by cannibals is twofold; it lies in the uncanny 
conjunction of native intelligence and inhumanity, and again in the uncanny 
power of enslavement to humanize."23 Essentially, Greenblatt is stating in the 
first part of the quote that cannibalism offers a fascinating dichotomy in that 
Europeans respect, to some degree, the intelligence of the natives and are thus all 
the more surprised at their capacity for savagery. The second part of the quote is 
more telling, however. Greenblatt is of the opinion that the Spaniards felt that the 
only way to rid the Indians of their cannibalistic tendencies and thus make them 
'human' again is to enslave them and show them the ways of Christianity. In 
short, the Spaniards are so fascinated by the idea of cannibalism partially 
because of their intense desire to "humanize" the practitioners. 
There is a fairly large amount of evidence supporting why the 
Spaniards were so insistent on making the natives appear to be barbarous 
cannibals. Matthew Restall is of the opinion that the "Spaniards ascribed 
cannibalism to natives, as it was the classic marker of barbarianism."24 We will 
see later how much is possible for a group of people to justify if they feel that the 
people they are competing with are barbarians and just how crucial of a 
statement Restall is really making. The conquistadors were also able to convey 
this message of superiority to a Spanish audience, who obviously had no other 
evidence to contrast with the conquistadors', and they would thus naturally 
support the actions of their brave explorers smiting these anthropophagi. 
If cannibalism was one of the most commonly cited indicators of native 
inferiority, sodomy and other sexual deviancy was probably a close second. 
Cieza de Leon mentions that some natives had frozen and starved to death in 
Puerto Viejo. He justified these events in particular as well as a general decrease 
19 Marvin Lunenfeld, 1492: Discovery, Invasion, Encounter: So11rces and Interpretations (Lexington, MA: D.C. Heath and Company, 1991), 
2.!!0 
20 Lunenfeld, 1492,279. 
11 Sale, Cotlque:;t, 132 
22 Sale, Conquest. 135. 
23 Greenblatt, Marvelous Possessions, 72. 
u Matthew Restall, Seven Myths of tile Spanish Cot~quest (New York: Oxford University Press, 2003), 107. 
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in the native population with the fact that "there are many [natives] who practice 
sodomy ... sins so enormous that they deserved to suffer what they suffered; 
indeed, God permitted it."25 While here he may be referring to the freezing and 
starving as what God 'permitted', it can most likely be deduced that whatever 
harm the Spaniards would have inflicted on these Sodomites would have been 
perfectly justifiable as well, as God had already seen fit to punish them, it seems 
perfectly legitimate that the Spaniards could punish and exploit them as they 
saw fit as well. 
The Spanish historian Gonzalo Fernandez de Oviedo y Valdes 
(henceforth, Oviedo) was a scathing critic of what he considered to be the 
rampant sexual deviancy of the natives. While on Hispaniola, he reported that 
the Indian men and women were sodomites, and that they took such immense 
pride in their sin as to wear jewelry showing a man mounting another.26 The 
jewelry part mentioned here by Oviedo is interesting. Thi~~sort of pottery and 
jewelry portraying anal intercourse between either two n\~ or a man and a 
woman had existed for centuries in the Americas. The objects may have 
represented a religious activity between males who may have happened to 
belong to different social classesP It has also been believed that the objects were 
largely symbolic, as in a ruler expressing domination over his people, 
represented as being reduced to the status of a sexually receptive passive partner 
(male or female). Thus, it can most safely be deduced that tl;le use of sodomy in 
native art was most likely an emblematic portrayal of an e~isting social structure, 
namely exerting one's dominance over another in a political or social sense. 
Other conquistadors cited the practice of sodomy amongst the natives 
in their accounts. Hernan Cortes reports in his First Letter that, regarding the 
Mexica, "we have been informed, and are most certain it is true, that they are all 
sodomites and practice that abominable sin."28 This quote is immediately 
followed by a footnote from the editor Pagden informing the reader that 
homosexuality was severely punished in the Mexica world, and that next to no 
evidence exists of sodomy among them.29 Cortes's original contention, however, 
still made for an interesting quote. The Aztecs had no tolerance for 
homosexuality, and there was even incentive for them to turn each other in, as 
sodomites were enslaved, thereby dangling a potentially lucrative reward for 
anybody suspicious that his neighbor had been practicing "the unnamable 
offense" .30 It is fairly evident here that Cortes is essentially lying to prove his 
point that the natives are inferior, saying that they are practicing sodomy 
amongst themselves when the evidence to the contrary is simply overwhelming, 
25 Cieza de LeOn, 111e Discovery and Conques t of Pem, 302. ~ 
26 Gonz~lo Fernfmdez de Oviedo Y Valdes, from The Conquerors and TI1e Conquered, VoL iorNew Iberian World: A Documentary History 
of the D1scovery and Settlement of Latin America to the Early 171h Century, john H. Parry and Robei t G. Keith, eds. (New York: Times 
~oks: Hector and Rose, 1984), 13. ) 
Richard C. Trexler, Sex and Conq11est, (Ithaca. NY: Cornell University Press, 1995), 113. 
28 Cortes, Letters, 37. 
29 Cortes, Letters, 458. 
30 Inga Clendinnen, The Aztecs, (New York: Cambridge University Press, 1991) 169. 
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as the deed carried a penalty of enslavement or death in most cases. This is 
saying nothing of the fact of Pagden's statement that it was geographicall 
impossible for Cortes and his men to have encountered cannibalism. If Cortes Ts 
not intentionally lying to achieve this point, he is most likely exaggerating 
scattered claims of homosexuality and sodomy. 
An anonymous conquistador noted that "In the province of Panuco, the 
men are great sodomites, idlers, and drunkards. When they have their fill of 
wine and can no longer drink it... [they] have the wine introduced from beneath 
through a tube."31 The editor of this volume of primary accounts writes in a 
footnote that the issue of sodomy was true in this particular case.32 However, this 
particular quotation must be perceived with some caution due to the fantastic 
part about the wine that apparently seeks to exaggerate the debauchery of the 
native people to such a degree as to amaze and disgust a Spanish audience. 
While some such accounts exist detailing homosexual activity amongst 
the Mexica, further evidence of their general disdain for sodomy and gay 
relationships can be found in the accounts of Geronimo Mendieta, a Franciscan 
friar who lived in the New World. He stated that as far as the Aztecs were 
concerned, "both the active and the passive participant in a homosexual act had 
to die. From time to time the authorities made a search for sodomists in order to 
round them up and eliminate them."33 Mendieta thus corroborates Pagden's 
viewpoint with first-hand experience, acknowledging that to practice 
homosexuality in the world of the Mexica was at the very least extremely risky, 
with neighbors turning each other in and the authorities occasionally actively 
seeking practitioners. As the penalties were as severe as enslavement or death, 
there is no doubt that even if homosexuality existed in the Aztec world, it would 
certainly not be as blatant as Cortes attempts to make it appear. 
As for the sodomy habits of the natives of the Caribbean, Las Casas has 
an interesting perspective on what exactly would have occurred to them if 
sodomy had actually been practiced. The people there informed him that they 
had no memory of the practice ever existing, and that if the men had been 
sodomites, "the women would have eaten them in bites, and no man could 
remain alive."34 This statement of societal pressures was in stark contrast to 
Oviedo's aforementioned contention that the people of the Caribbean were all 
sodomites. Las Casas refutes his argument, and Las Casas, having lived among 
the people of that area for years and years, would certainly be more qualified to 
comment on their sexual habits than Oviedo.35 
31 The Anonymous Conquistador, "The Chronicle of the Anonymous Conquistador," in The Conquistadors, Patricia de Fuentes, trans. 
and ed. (Norman, Ok: University of Oklahoma Press, 1993), 176. 
.n de Fuentes, ed., 1J1e Conquistadors, 242 n.26. 
33 Fray Geronimo de Mendieta, Historia Ecfesiastica Indiana: A Franciscan's View of the Spanish Conquest of Mexico, Felix Jay, trans. 
(Lewiston, NY: Edwin Mellen Press, 1997), 44. 
~Bartolome de Las Casas from Marvin Lunenfeld, 1492: Discovery, Invasion, EncoHnter: Sources and InterpretatiOns (Lexington, MA: 
D.C. Heath and Company, 1991), 285. 
35 While it can be argued that Las Casas is not the most objective of sources and that he most likely exaggerates some of his points as 
an acknowledged proponent of native rights, respect and attention must still be paid to the views of a man who had lived among the 
people of he was writing about. 
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Oviedo does take the time to state, though, th1~ the natives would not 
have sex with their daughter, mother, or sister, but that their lust and unbridled 
sexual deviancy was so great that everyone beyond these few forbidden people 
was fair gam~ for sexual intercourse.36 He mentions that it is not so surprising 
that they act m such sexually depraved ways, owing to the fact that "they have 
no knowledge of the all-powerful God and worship the devil in diverse forms 
an.d idols ... "37 He also goes on to state that marriage as Christians know it is 
considered a sin and sacrilege to the natives, and that they marry many women.38 
These sexual habits of the natives that Oviedo and other conquistadors 
commented on are important because they must have known how this would 
have looked to predominantly Catholic Spain. Oviedo's claim that the natives 
were unabashedly lustful was simply the beginning. Vespucci claimed that the 
natives could abort fetuses at will, and that the women showed an inability to be 
physically affected by the aftershock of pregnancy in addition to an 
overwhelming desire for the 'company' of the Christians.39 The conquistadors 
knew their audience, and knew that the Spanish public, so vehemently Catholic, 
would be extremely likely to support the subjugation of a native population that 
seemed so lustful, polygamous, and willing to practice homosexuality and 
sodomy. 
Though many of these claims were later refuted by Las Casas and 
others, the damage had been done, and the Spanish perceptions of the natives 
that their conquistadors were wreaking havoc on had unfortunately been set, 
and few raised issues with the conquering of such ungodly people. As Richard 
Trexler states, "One of the unquestioned presumptions of the Iberian sources was 
that widespread homosexual behavior marked a tribe as barbaric."4D If one was 
able to convince an audience that the natives were rampant homosexuals, one 
could then subsequently paint them as barbarians and thus a people worthy of 
conquering and subjugation. ,, 
There was one event that may corrob;;~t~ sbme of the Spanish 
testimony as to the deviant sexuality of the natives, howevel A severe outbreak 
of syphilis swept through Spain and the rest of Europe in the 1490s, which many 
Spaniards believed to have come from America. Indeed, Las Casas and Oviedo 
both contended that the natives had not only known about the disease before the 
Europeans arrived, but seemed to be more resistant to it as well. Roger 
Schlesinger believes this was extremely convenient for the Europeans, as they 
could say that "the origins of the sickness (or evil), which was tied to sexual 
excess, was located as far away as possible from European civilization .. .in the 
heathen civilization of Native Americans" and that "the fact that the disease 
36 Gonz~o FernAndez de Oviedo y Valdes, from The Conquerors and The Conquered, Vol. 1 of New Iberian World: A Docw11entary History 
of the D1scovery and Settlement of Latin America to tire Early 17111 Century, John H. Parry and Robert G. Keith, eds. (New York: Times 
Books: Hector and Rose, 1984), 16. 
37 Oviedo, Conquerors and the Conquered, 17. 
38 Oviedo, Conquerors and the Conqw:red, 13. 
39 Vespucd, LcUcrs, 8-9. 
40 Trex ler, Sex and Conquest, 147. 
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attacked the sexual organs fit nicely with the European tendency to stereotype 
Native Americans as extremely lustful people."41 By discovering and 
emphasizing the fact that the natives were the source of a sexually transmitted 
disease, the Spaniards were able to substantiate their claims of excessive native 
lust and sexual deviancy. 
Deviant sexuality and disease as punishment can be linked to the 
aforementioned emphasis on religion, as well as to God's will. These ideas were 
recurring themes in the accounts of conquistadors seeking to justify the conquest. 
Juan Gines de Sepulveda, one of the foremost Spanish proponents on the justness 
of the cause and the inferiority of the natives, certainly had an interesting and 
somewhat unsettling take on the Indians in a biblical sense. He compares the 
natives of the Americas to the people of the world shortly before The Great Flood 
who too had been incestuous and cannibalistic, living in seemingly limitless 
amounts of sin and debauchery. He then goes on to state that the Spaniards 
encountering such barbarous people is tantamount to God flooding the world 
and saving only the good and just people In short, He is giving clear instructions 
for them to destroy the natives, to not only enslave them but also to physically 
harm them as punishment.42 Sepulveda has given a troubling account of how he 
feels the Spaniards to be acting as good Catholics in the name of God by 
torturing and enslaving an entire group of people, a people who he and other 
conquistadors have demonized falsely in their accusations of cannibalism, 
sodomy, and other atrocities. 
Oviedo was also of this opinion that it is indeed God's will that the 
Spaniards move in and do God's work in eliminating the natives. "God is going 
to destroy them soon ... Who can deny that the use of gunpowder against pagans 
is the burning of incense to Our Lord?"43 Oviedo has already presented much 
evidence in other works to his readers regarding the brutality and ungodliness of 
the Indians, now he took it one step further by claiming that God will wipe such 
horrid people from the Earth no matter what, so the Spaniards might as well help 
out and aid in God's work by actively killing natives. Oviedo felt that they had 
every right to exploit and murder those who God does not wish to live in the 
first place. 
Another take on the religious usefulness of the natives was that of 
Geronimo de Mendieta, who made the argument that the Spanish were on a 
mission directly from God to conquer the meek, Adam-like natives. He did not 
wish to destroy the natives, but wished to establish a sort of utopia of "innocent 
and pure" natives.44 It was an interesting idea, and certainly a step away from 
41 Roger Schlesinger, In the Wake of Columbus (\A/heeling, IL: Harlan Davidson, Jnc., 1996), 102. and Conzalo Fernandez de Oviedo, 
Natural History of the West lndics, Sterling A Stoudemire trans. and ed., (Chapel Hill, NC: The University of North Carolina Press, 
1959), 89. 
42 Juan Gines de SepUlveda," A Treatise for the Just Causes for War Against the Indians", from Bartolome de Las Casas, An Account, 
Much Abbreviated, of the Destruction of the Indies. (Indianapolis: Hackett Publishing Company, 2003), 103-5. 
43 Gonzalo Fernfmdez de Oviedo y Valdes, from Tzvetan Todorov, The Conquest of America (Norman, OK: University of Oklahoma 
Press, 1999), 151. 
~~GerOnimo de Mendieta from Memory, Myth, and Time in Mexico by Enrique Florescano, (Austin: University of Texas Press, 1994) , 
83-4. 
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Sepulveda and Oviedo preaching that the heathens all deserved to perish. 
Mendieta's account does seem to have a bit of a sinister side to it as well 
however. He seems to think of the natives as simple people, blank slates to b~ 
converted and molded into whatever the Christians decide is best for them. He 
does not seem to find any issue with their willingness to do so, as anything is 
better than the way they are currently living and he feels as though converting 
them to Christianity and living as the Spaniards want them to is the best option 
for the Indians. The Spaniards are faced •. with a people who Mendieta argued 
were essentially incapable of fending for the11fselves, and thus the Spanish would 
be completely justified in imposing their p~rception of a religious utopia on 
them. 
This sort of converting the natives to Christianity as part of God's will 
was also a part of Columbus's voyage in the Caribbean. Las Casas, however, was 
quick to rebuke Columbus's conversion tactics. He states how if the natives had 
been treated with "love, charity, and kindness, how profitable this would have 
been to God" yet regretted "how far the Admiral was from the punctual 
observation of divine and natural law."45 Columbus had originally set out to 
convert the natives as one of the goals of the conquest, and had used this goal as 
a ways of justifying it to the sovereigns. However, his techniques of doing so 
were called into question as atrocities towards the natives mounted, and Las 
Casas doubted whether or not Columbus was behaving like a true Christian 
himself, let alone as one qualified to try and fulfill the goal of converting others 
to Christianity. 
While the Spaniards spent much time defending their religion and 
God's intention that they spread it to the natives and even God's wish that they 
destroy the natives, they also wrote a good amount ridiculing and condemning 
the religion of the natives as the tool of an inferior people that was immoral and 
had to be destroyed and its participants enslaved or eliminated. Alessandro 
Geraldini, one of Columbus's men in the exploration and conquest of the 
Caribbean, who later became bishop of Hispaniola, remarked that the Caribs 
"believe that there are no gods"46 while in all likelihood he had little to no 
understanding of their religion at all due to limited contact with them. 
Cortes, in his interactions with the Mexica, initially is taken aback by the 
human sacrifices he witnesses. However, since he really has no way of 
communicating with the Mexica, he can't really understand why they would act 
the way that they do. Instead, he instantly condemns it, but makes it seem as 
though it is just something that they need to be corrected on, rather than really 
punished for. This passage from his First Letter comes directly after a discussion 
about the infamous ritualized sacrifices that were so inherent in the Aztec 
religion. 
45 Bartolome de Las Casas, from The Four Voyages by Christopher Columbus. J.M. Cohen, trans. and ed. (New York: Penguin Books, 
1969), 59. 
~6 Alessandro Geraldini, "On Caribs and Tainos", from Christopher Columbus & and the Enterprise of the Indies: A Brief History With 
Documents. Geoffrey Symcox and Blair Sullivan, eds. (Boston: Bedford/St. Martin's, 2005), 172. 
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And we believe that it is not without cause that Our Lord God 
has been pleased that these parts be discovered in the name 
of Your Royal Highness so that Your Majesties may gain much 
merit and reward in the sight of God by commanding that these 
barbarous people be instructed and by Your hands be brought to 
the True Faith. For, as far as we have been able to learn, we believe 
that had we interpreters and other people to explain to them the error 
of their ways and the nature of the True Faith, many of them, 
and perhaps even all, would soon renounce their false beliefs and 
come to the true knowledge of God; for they live in a more civilized 
and reasonable manner than any other people we have seen in these 
parts up to the present.47 
Cortes has said many things with just this short passage. He has 
invoked the potential glory to the King and Queen should they rally to civilize 
these barbarous people. Perhaps they could help show these people the way by 
funding additional exploration by Cortes and other conquistadors? Cortes also, 
without really directly communicating with any of the natives due to a lack of 
interpreters, has inferred that the natives already know the error of their ways in 
their practicing of human sacrifice, and are thereby desperate for the Spaniards 
to teach them the "True Faith" so that can be Christians as well. 
Cortes mentions in his Second Letter that after throwing the idols of the 
Aztecs down the steps of their temples and causing them "some sorrow", he was 
able to ease their distress by explaining to them that there was "only one God, 
Lord of all things, who had created all else and who made all of us" .48 
Furthermore, Cortes reports that Montezuma spoke for his people in believing in 
this sudden change of religion. Montezuma reiterated that the Aztecs were not 
originally from the area, and that since Cortes had only recently arrived from 
"their native land", he would know better than they did the true religion they 
were supposed to follow. 49 Finally, Cortes states that, regarding human sacrifice, 
"Your Sacred Majesty's laws forbade it and ordered that he who kills shall be 
killed."5° Cortes could be interpreted as saying that due to the native practices of 
human sacrifice, the Spaniards would be justified in enforcing the laws of Spain, 
and executing those who practice the sacrifices as murderers. 
Other Spaniards were even more virulent in their criticisms of the 
native religions. Francisco de Aguilar, a conquistador who was in the conquest of 
the Mexica as well, remarked that he doubted there was "another kingdom in the 
world where the devil was honoured with such reverence."51 Never mind that 
the Aztecs did indeed have their own pantheon of gods and goddesses, Aguilar 
was content to equate anything other than Christianity as he knew it with devil 
47 Cortes, Letters, 36. 
48 Cortes, Letters, 106. 
49 Cortes, Letters, 107. 
50 Cortes, Letters, 107. 
51 Francisco de Aguilar, from Fernando Cervantes, The Devil in the New World, (New Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 1994), 8. 
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worship. The Spanish sovereigns and public, receiving not much else in the way 
of descriptions of the natives other than those from the conquistadors, were 
bound to believe them. Mendieta also noted that during human sacrifice, the 
Aztecs "[took] out the pulsating heart and offered it to Satan."52 As was 
mentioned earlier, these sorts of characterization of the natives as devil 
worshippers was bound to arouse strong sentiments in a predominantly Catholic 
country such as Spain, and lead them to approve of whatever measures the 
conquistadors felt necessary to convert and/or subdue the heathen natives. 
The Spaniards felt that the natives' religion or lack thereof entitled them 
to subjugate them to their authority. However, they also felt that simple natural 
law put them in a position of superiority over the natives and thus entitled them 
to rule over them. Sepulveda offers the most scathing endorsement of the idea 
that the Spaniards were inherently superior to the natives and thus had every 
right to conquer and rule over them. 
If you know the customs and nature of the two peoples, that 
with perfect right the Spaniards rule over these barbarians of 
the New World and the adjacent islands, who in wisdom, 
intelligence, virtue, and humanitas are as inferior to the Spaniards 
as infants to adults and women to men. There is as much 
difference between them as there is between cruel, wild peoples 
and the most merciful of peoples, between the most monstrously 
intemperate peoples and those who are temperate and moderate in 
their pleasures, that is to say, between apes and men.s3 
Sepulveda simply came right out and stated exactly what he believed: 
that the difference between the Spaniards and the natives is as pronounced as 
that between apes and men in the sense of inherent superiority. He believes that 
in every aspect of what defines a people as civilized, the Spanish are superior 
and thus completely justified in subjugating the natives, as members of an 
inferior civilization, to their will. 
These feelings of superiority were widespread throughout the 
conquistadors and were not limited to extreme statements implying that the 
natives are brutal animals (more of which will be discussed later). Bernal Diaz 
del Castillo, a conquistador under Cortes, gloats over Spanish cleverness. After 
they had sniffed out a particular trap that the Aztecs had laid for them, Diaz del 
Castillo remarks that " .. .if we had a reputation for valor before, from now on 
they took us for wizards. It was said that no plot could be so hidden but that we 
would find it out, and for this reason they showed us all good will."54 He 
believes that the natives are more or less incompetent and incapable of deceiving 
the Spaniards with trickery, as the conquistadors are so much cleverer than the 
.52 Mendieta, Historia, 50. 
53 Juan Gines de SepUlveda, "SepUlveda on the Justice of Conquest" from John H. Parry and Robert G,. Keith, eds., The Conquerors and 
The Conquered, Vol. 1 of New Iberian World: A Documentary History of the Discovery and Settlement of Latin America to the Early 17th 
Century, (New York: Times Books: Hector and Rose, 1984), 324-5. 
54 Bernal Diaz del Castillo. Cortez and the Conquest of Mexico by the Spaniards in 1521 (Hamden, CT: Linnett Books, 1988), 71. 
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natives that any attempt to mislead them is foolishness on the parts of the 
natives. 
There also existed a sense of natural superiority based on the inability of 
the natives to speak Spanish and thus communicate successfully with the 
conquistadors. There seemed to be an overarching idea amongst the 
conquistadors that the natives' inability to speak Spanish could be equated with 
an inability to speak at all. Indeed, Columbus states "when I make my departure, 
I will bring a half dozen [natives] back to their Majesties, so that they can learn to 
speak."55 However, it is interesting that he implied they were unable to speak at 
all, as he implies just a few weeks later that natives "said that there are goldfields 
and pearls in the island."56 It seems exceedingly unlikely that some verbal 
communications breakthrough occurred during that time in between the two 
statements by Columbus, and thus there must be offered some sort of relevant 
alternative explanation. 
Las Casas offered a first-hand take on this in that he felt that the 
Spaniards really just used a few phrases like "gimme bread" or "gimme food" 
and relied the rest of the time on simple hand gestures, his conclusion being that 
any attempt to record a complex dialogue between Indian and Spaniard was 
most likely an intentional falsification, "designed to make the arbitrary and 
violent actions of the conquistadors appear more just than they actually were"57 
as Stephen Greenblatt puts it. Greenblatt goes on to say that it was a sense of 
willful non-compliance on the part of the conquistadors, in that they essentially 
heard what they wanted to hear, even in the stunted fragments of interpreters.5s 
The conquistadors were so desperate for riches and success in the New World 
that even when communication was difficult or impossible, they exaggerated the 
success of it as a way of explaining why they felt justified in further pursuit of 
their goals and their eventual drastic actions towards the natives. 
In addition to the Spaniards feeling as though natural law and natural 
superiority gave them the right to dominate the natives, there was also a sense 
that the Amerindians were created solely for the purpose of slavery. Columbus 
was definitely one of the biggest proponents of this view, and he made 
observations at several points during his voyage suggesting that the people he 
encountered were built by God to serve the Spaniards. Columbus initially 
reports that the people of Watling Island in the Bahamas were "very well built, 
with fine bodies and handsome faces ... they are fairly tall on the whole, with fine 
limbs and good proportions."59 Watling Island was the very first land his men 
had seen in weeks, and instantly the first thing on Columbus's mind regarding 
these people is that "they should be good servants and very intelligent, for I have 
observed that they soon repeat anything that is said to them."6° Columbus had 
55 Christopher Columbus, The Four Voyages, J.M. Cohen, trans. and ed., (New York: Penguin Books, 1969), 56. 
56 Columbus, The Four Voyages, 77 . 
57 Las Casas in Greenblatt, Maroelous Possessions, 95. (primary within a secondary) 
56 Greenblatt, Marvelous Possessions, 96. 
59 Columbus, The Four Voyages, 55. 
60 Columbus, The Four Voyages, 56. 
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interprete~ ~eir ability to try and imitate the speech of the Spaniards as a sign of 
both subm1sswn as well as the fact that they are naturally predisposed to serve a 
superior people. 
This was not the first time Columbus was to remark how well-suited for 
slavery the natives he encountered appeared to be. He states that "they are fit to 
be ordered about and made to work, plant, and do everything else that may be 
needed, and build towns and be taught our customs, and to go about clothed."61 
La~ Casas, the most vehement proponent of treating the Indians humanely, 
obJects to this viewpoint. There exists a particular printed version of Columbus's 
book Historia, in which Las Casas made marginal notes remarking on what he 
felt about what Columbus was saying in the pages of the book. In this particular 
statement, he notes in a marginal, hand-written comment that "the Admiral 
seems t~ go farther here than he should"62 regarding the suitability to slavery by 
the nahves, a statement by Las Casas that is lauded for its "ironic intent and 
b't' "63 b I mg sarcasm Y Margarita Zamora. Columbus's assessment of the suitability 
for slavery and the malleability of the natives is over the top, and Las Casas and 
modern scholars like Zamora are compelled to question and deny his claims that 
the natives were a blank slate, ready to be thrust into servitude by conquistadors 
desperate to provide any reasoning that the natives deserved to be lorded over 
and exploited .. 
Regarding the suitability of the natives as perfect subjects to the 
Spa~iards, Mendieta also reflects on their innate superiority, remarking that "The 
Ind1ans are not good as teachers, but as disciples, nor as preachers, but as 
subjects, and for this the best in the world."64 In that particular statement, he was 
referring to their suitability for forming what he imagined as a vast Christian 
utopian colony, but his point is consistent with the overall Spanish attitude. He 
feels. that they are built only for servitude and positions of inferiority, and cannot 
possibly have any social or religious structure in place that is superior to that of 
the. Spaniards. Therefore, it is the Spaniards' right and even their duty to put the 
nahves under their will and show them the error of their ways, even if that be 
through slavery. 
If the Spaniards regarded the natives as predisposed towards slavery, 
th~y w.er~ also ~~le to say that they were not entirely human or even having 
ammahsbc qualities. It is far easier to 'enslave' a dog or a horse than it is a 
human being, and thus the conquistadors had no problems reducing the Indians 
to that status as a way of making it easier to exploit them. 
Vespucci, who had already commented on the natives' supposed taste 
for cannibalism, remarking that it was "so bestial and inhuman an act"65 that a 
party of Spaniards had been ready to murder the practitioners of it on a mass 
:: Christopher Co lumbus i~ Reading Columbus by Margarita Zamora, (Berkeley, CA: Univers ity o f Cali fo rnia Press, 1993}, 76. 
Bartolome de Las Casas tn Zamora, Reading Colllmbus, n. 
63 Zamora, Reading Col llmbus, 77. 
~4 Ger6ni~o de Mendieta from Enrique Florescano, Memory, Myth, and Time in Mexico, (Austin: University of Texas Press 1994) 89 65 Vespucc1, Letters, 11. ' ' · 
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scale, stopped from doing so only by their captain. Vespucci has here taken an 
inherently false presumption of deep-seated cannibalism and equated this 
behavior with animalism. He thus has succeeded in belittling the natives to the 
moral and social status of a common dog or horse. Doing so was an attempt at 
making his readers be completely comfortable with capturing these people who 
were so much like animals that taking them as slaves was as much their natural 
right as it was to force a donkey to carry a load. 
Oviedo also makes a startling observation, uneducated to the point of 
being humorous, when he warns the Spaniards not to hit natives in the heads 
during hand to hand fighting, as "I have seen many swords broken in this 
fashion. In addition to being thick, their skulls are very strong."66 Todorov 
remarks that this statement by Oviedo is an example of how "the Indians are not 
reduced to the level of horse or ass .. . but somewhere among construction 
materials, wood, stone, or metal .. . "67 Todorov's point is well taken. Oviedo here 
has called in traditional perceptions of a thick-headed mule, born only to do its 
master's bidding, while warning of the proper way to beat such a thing so as not 
to damage or break the instrument of punishment. It is little wonder that given 
such a description of the native physique and intellectual level, so many 
Spaniards were able to regard them as animalistic and thus worthy of 
enslavement. 
Sepulveda's earlier assertions that there was as much difference 
between the Spaniards and the natives as there was between "apes and men"68 is 
denounced by Restall as giving them many animal attributes, like 
dangerousness, as well as blending them into the environment; just another 
obstacle that the Europeans must deal with.69 In another account, Oviedo states 
that the natives of the Caribbean must have learned their marriage habits from 
vipers, and were thus worse than vipers, as vipers did not know any better.7° To 
reduce the natives to a state less than one of the most dangerous animals in the 
world certainly comments on how the Spaniards wished to portray their threat 
level, as they could have picked any animal that mates with multiple partners to 
use as an example. This dehumanizes them further by making it seem as though 
they are wild animals ready to pounce at any moment, and no reasonable person 
would have any qualms with dominating an animal that was dangerous to them 
and to other humans This powerful image that the Spaniards like Sepulveda 
sought to portray the natives as was a clear warning to the Spanish people that 
the natives were not to be trusted. 
All of these accusations leveled against the Amerindians by the 
Spaniards led to some authorities back in Spain to begin writing treatises 
66 Conzalo Fe rnfmdez de Oviedo y Valdes, from Tzvetan Todorov, The Conquest of A merica (No rman, O K: University o f Oklahoma 
Press, 1999), 151. 
67 Oviedo, Natural His tory, 43. 
68 SepUlveda, "justice of Conquest", 325. 
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advocating the theory of just war, especially against people as savage as the 
natives of the Americas. Sepulveda was not surprisingly one of the biggest 
proponents of this view, and was joined by a man by the name of Fransciscus de 
Victoria, a Theology professor at the University of Salamanca. One of 
Sepulveda's primary reasons in his Democrates Alter for advocating just war 
against the natives was the idea that following the Bible word"for-word "does 
not belong so much to everyday life as to apostolic perfection."71 Thus, 
Sepulveda is advocating the idea that attempting to abide by the lofty goals of 
Christian perfection is just simply unlikely and should not really be considered 
as a feasible goal. 
Secondly, Sepulveda named his three reasons for just war, the one 
relevant to this discussion being the cause to "punish evil-doers who have not 
been punished in their own cities, or have been punished with negligence, so 
that ... they will take heed and not commit their crimes a second time, and others 
will be frightened by their example."72 It is fairly clear here that he is referring to 
the properties of the Indians he gives later in the document detailing 
aforementioned practices of cannibalism, sin, and other barbarism. Thus, he feels 
that the Spaniards would essentially be acting as disciplinarians; punishing an 
inferior people for crimes that they have committed and not yet been disciplined 
for. 
Victoria offered similar reasons to Sepulveda's, but he did go to 
significantly greater lengths to prove his points and opinions. Some of his main 
points that he made in his writings were that the natives, dull and stupid by 
nature, still chose to attack the powerful Spaniards.73 Thus, the Spaniards had 
every right to defend themselves by using force against the hostile natives_74 
Another interesting point Victoria made is that the Spaniards had the right to 
preach the Gospel and may defend this right by force of arms/s an interesting 
irony in that they may use deadly force in order to secure the right to preach a 
religion that espouses loving one's brother, non-violence, and forgiveness as 
some of its chief tenets. Another one of the more note-worthy passages is when 
Victoria stated that "In war, everything is lawful which the defense of the 
common weal requires."76 This is an important statement to note, as Victoria is 
essentially granting carte blanche from the lofty position of a theologian to the 
conquistadors in their quest to spread Christianity and conquer the Americas by 
any means necessary. Victoria's writings are extensive, and the quotes chosen 
here represent a small sampling of his writings, ideas, and logic, but his overall 
points are quite clear. He feels the natives have lived such a life of sin and now 
71 Juan Gines de SepUlveda, Dcmocratcs Alter, Or, on the just Causes for War Against the Indians [document on-line] (accessed 1 
December 2007); available from htt p:/lwww cntu.mbia edu/acis 1ets/CCREAD 1sepulved.htm· Internet. 
72 SepUlveda, DemocratcsAlter, [document on-line] (accessed 1 December 2007); ~vailable from 
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are resisting Christianity to the extent that it is just for it is forcibly imposed upon 
them if necessary. 
The Spaniards used many ways of writing their accounts to portray the 
natives as inferior and thus worthy of subjugation, enslavement, and 
domination. By portraying them as cannibals, sodomites, naturally inferior, 
animalistic, pagan, and subject to God's will, the conquistadors were able to 
paint a startlingly negative picture of a people that were born to be under the 
will of another, superior, culture. A Dominican friar named Tomas Ortiz wrote a 
piece that stated the Indians, in addition to the aforementioned attributes of 
cannibalism and sodomy, " [have] no justice among them ... have no respect for 
love or virginity ... have no respect for truth, save when it is to their 
advantage ... are ungrateful and unchangeable ... eat fleas, spiders, and worms 
raw .. .I may therefore affirm that God has never created a race more full of vice 
and composed without the least mixture of kindness or culture."77 
As Matthew Restall notes in response to this very statement by Ortiz, 
"such a judgment could be used to justify any Conquest act."78 Indeed, if one is 
able to portray another race as being so vastly barbaric and inferior to one's own, 
it becomes easier and easier to justify acts of cruelty and enslavement not only to 
oneself, but to an audience thousands of miles away that wishes to see wealth, 
both material and human, result from the conquests of the Americas. The 
Spanish conquistadors were able to use many different descriptions of the 
natives to depict them as a race completely devoid of all human decency in the 
European sense, and thus it became entirely appropriate and just to enslave and 
exploit them. 
77 Tomas Ortiz, from Tzvetan Todorov, The Conquest of America (Norman, OK: University of Oklahoma Press, 1999), 150-1. 
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